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Legal wrangling over $12.5B Lakers sale shows how family trusts don’t guarantee a business stays in the family

theconversation.com · Reid Kress Weisbord, Distinguished Professor of Law, Rutgers University - Newark · Naomi Cahn, Professor of Law, University of Virginia

Jeanie Buss is fighting with her siblings over whether to sell their shared stake in the Los Angeles Lakers. Axelle/Bauer-Griffin/FilmMagic via Getty ImagesThe Buss family’s 47-year ownership of the Los Angeles Lakers, 17-time NBA champions, could soon come to an end despite their patriarch’s clear wishes before he died. A group of investors that includes former Disney CEO Bob Iger and Joshua Kushner – the brother of Jared Kushner, President Donald Trump’s son-in-law – wants to buy the basketball team for US$12.5 billion.


The pending deal would set a record: No other sports franchise has ever fetched that high a price.


After news about the pending sale broke on Aug. 12, 2026, Jeanie Buss, who has run the Lakers since her father, Jerry Buss, died in 2013, said she wasn’t on board. Her five siblings, however, are ready to sell their stakes.


This transaction isn’t only evidence that investors are willing to pay eye-popping sums to buy teams. It also illustrates how hard it was for the late Jerry Buss to structure his estate so that his family could continue to own and run the Lakers for years to come. And it raises a thorny legal question: Who has the authority to sell property held jointly by multiple relatives in a family trust?





The succession plan


As law professors who study what happens to property after someone dies, we are fascinated by questions like this because they cast light on the complexities of family dynamics and the challenges that arise when people jointly own unusual assets, such as professional sports teams. 


And we’re not alone. Jeanie Buss’ leadership of the Lakers inspired a television series, “Running Point,” starring Kate Hudson. Netflix renewed the comedy for a third season in May 2026.


The Buss family has owned the Lakers since Jerry Buss bought it in 1979. Jerry Buss put the family’s Lakers shares into trusts for his six children.


A trust is a legal arrangement for owning and managing property and other assets. The person who creates the trust must fund it with property and provide instructions to the trustee for how the property should be managed and distributed.


Trustees have legal control over property in the trust. Beneficiaries have the right to receive and benefit from the property. You can be both a trustee and a beneficiary of a trust. 


Following the succession plan that Jerry Buss reportedly wrote into the family trust, Jeanie Buss became the team’s controlling owner and the Lakers’ “governor” after he died. In the NBA, the governor has the final say over a team and represents it to the league. And the NBA’s board of governors has to approve any team’s sale.


The Lakers were worth about $1 billion when Jerry Buss died in 2013, and the Buss family owned about two-thirds of the team at the time.




Most of their stakes already sold


The Buss siblings sold most of their majority stake in the Lakers in 2025 to businessman Mark Walter in a deal that valued the team at $10 billion. But they kept a 17.8% share, and Jeanie Buss was to stay on as governor until 2030.


Walter has now agreed to sell his share to the Iger-Kushner group, although the NBA still needs to approve the deal.


Jeanie Buss’ five siblings reportedly want to sell the family’s remaining stake, but she does not. If the family sells its remaining stake, Jeanie Buss would probably lose her position as the Lakers’ governor because NBA rules require that a governor hold at least a 15% ownership stake. 


2 sides of the family fight


Jerry Buss’ six adult children share the team’s financial benefits, but only the trustees have the legal power to manage the property.


Three of the siblings – Jeanie Buss, Janie Buss and Joey Buss – currently serve as co-trustees.


Jeanie Buss’ position appears to rest on conditions written into the trust itself. According to her attorney, it requires the trustees to do everything possible to ensure that she remain the controlling owner of the Lakers for her lifetime.


That was apparently what their father wanted. In 2017, according to Jeanie Buss’ lawyer, when a prior dispute arose over the trust, a California court reaffirmed that Jeanie Buss remain as controlling owner.


Jeanie Buss’ siblings may counter that the 2017 order does not expressly prohibit a sale and that the trust, according to a prior court filing, permits the trustees to act by majority vote, which they appear to have done.


The 2025 deal struck with Walter also reportedly included a “tag-along” provision that would allow the trust to sell its interest for the same valuation as Walter. The siblings may argue that the currently proposed sale is exactly what was contemplated in the tag-along provision because it exceeds the 2025 valuation.


Ultimately, who prevails will depend on the terms of the trust and the 2025 agreement – neither of which is public – and the 2017 court order.



            [image: A basketball player in a yellow jersey prepares to dunk.]
            
              Lakers forward LeBron James drives to the basket during a game on Nov. 1, 2023, in Los Angeles.
              AP Photo/Mark J. Terrill
            
          

Family feuds over franchises


Owning a sports team has become a popular asset for billionaires, who sometimes see them as a way to strengthen family ties.


The Buss family drama shows that sharing ownership of a professional sports team can instead cause family disputes that play out publicly. One heir might prefer to remain actively involved in managing it, while the others may want to sell their stakes.


The Denver Broncos were controlled by a family trust until 2022. The family sold the football team because the siblings could not agree on which of them would otherwise own it.


Another dispute involving the Los Angeles Chargers arose in 2021 when one sibling, who served as co-trustee, sought to force a sale of the family trust’s stake in the football team, while her brother and other siblings sought to preserve family control.


A similar trust dispute cropped up in 2022 over family ownership of the Baltimore Orioles, when one of the owner’s sons sued the other over control of the trust and the baseball franchise, including whether to sell the team.


These cases underscore an important lesson for estate planning: Giving several heirs equal shares of an estate does not mean that they will amicably decide how to manage the property they own together.


Sibling disputes aren’t unusual


Anyone can establish a trust, and disputes over trusts usually have nothing to do with professional sports.


One of us (Weisbord) worked with two colleagues on a study of trust lawsuits filed in California that will be published in September 2026. It found that in 25% of those 640 cases, siblings were fighting each other in court.


Conflicts when parents do what Jerry Buss did by naming some of his children as both trustees and beneficiaries, but leaving others with beneficiary status only, were the most common type of dispute.


For the Buss family, the question of what happens to its trust could decide whether a basketball dynasty ends.

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/legal-wrangling-over-12-5b-lakers-sale-shows-how-family-trusts-dont-guarantee-a-business-stays-in-the-family-290114
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Fish DNA in Ozark streams reveals region’s complex geologic history

theconversation.com · David Duvernell, Professor of Biological Sciences, Missouri University of Science and Technology

A student collects a water sample for DNA analysis. David Duvernell, CC BYMy students and I encountered a mystery. We were partnering with the Missouri Department of Conservation to monitor for fish presence and abundance in the Missouri Ozarks. We visited half a dozen rivers and streams across the region and collected a few cups of water from each.


We were testing for DNA in the environment to determine which species had left behind their genetic material and were therefore present in the stream. There was no need to capture or even see the species themselves. We were delighted to detect a variety of species in their appropriate habitats that are considered at risk in Missouri, including the lake sturgeon, crystal darter and Alabama shad. In the surface waters emerging from one large underground spring, we detected DNA from a cave-dwelling fish species that would never have been detected by researchers who caught or looked only for fish in the surface waters.




But there was a problem: We were certain we would find one particular species in every stream: the bleeding shiner (Luxilus zonatus), one of the most common fish in Ozark streams. To have confidence in our results we needed to understand why the bleeding shiner DNA did not show up in every sample, as we had expected. We checked our sampling technique, our water chemistry and other aspects of our testing. 


In the data itself, we found a clue: The streams in which we detected bleeding shiner DNA all drained to the southern Ozarks, and the streams in which bleeding shiner DNA was not detected were all in the northern Ozarks. We could draw a line through the north-south drainage divide between those areas.



            [image: A small fish with silver scales, a dark midline stripe and a dark crescent-shaped bar at the gill opening.]
            
              A bleeding shiner swims above a grassy bottom.
              Cliff White/Missouri Department of Conservation
            
          

An ancient artifact


Some follow-up sleuthing revealed something we hadn’t known at the start: Northern Ozark bleeding shiners have a different DNA history from their southern relatives, even though the fish look identical and are, in fact, the same scientific species.


To human observers, the Ozarks can seem a relatively continuous landscape. For fishes, however, that landscape is divided into a series of separate drainage networks. Streams may arise only a few miles apart yet flow in opposite directions, ultimately connecting to entirely different river systems with distinct geologic histories.


Hundreds of thousands of years ago, the ancestors of northern populations interbred with another species of shiner, leaving behind a genetic signature of ancient hybridization that survives today, but only in certain drainages. Though they look the same, and were in rivers humans view as neighboring, these fish had distinctly different genetic histories.


We had been looking for just one DNA signature, assuming that all bleeding shiners would share that identity. Environmental DNA analyses like this can sometimes turn up unknown or unidentifiable sequences of DNA. When we looked more closely at those results, we were able to identify which previously unknown sequence corresponded to the northern populations of bleeding shiner.



            [image: A small fish swims above a rocky stream bottom.]
            
              The bleeding shiner is common throughout waterways in the Missouri Ozarks.
              Wabeggs/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Geologic history


Our findings were a concrete illustration that today’s rivers are products of ancient landscapes. During the glacial advances of the Pleistocene epoch – from about 2.5 million to about 12,000 years ago – some rivers repeatedly changed course. 


Streams that are isolated today were once connected. Others that share a common geography and are ecologically quite similar today may have had entirely separate histories. The species that exist in rivers and streams today are the products of those long and complicated geological and evolutionary processes. 


Specifically in Ozark streams, northern drainages that flow into the Missouri and Mississippi rivers were directly influenced by glacial advances that molded, modified, wiped out and recreated drainage connections and patterns of flow across the landscape.


In contrast, the southern Ozarks drainages were relatively isolated from disruptive glacial advances. South-flowing drainages, such as the St. Francis, Black, White and Spring rivers, contain more endemic species and genetically unique populations. Examples include the genetically distinct Black River walleye and numerous minnows, sunfishes and darter species that are unique to specific streams.



            [image: A small translucent fish with no eyes swims among small rocks.]
            
              DNA from the Salem Plateau cavefish was detected in a Missouri waterway where the fish could not be seen from the surface.
              Jim Rathert/Missouri Department of Conservation
            
          

This project reminded my students and me that biodiversity monitoring by sampling DNA in the environment doesn’t just reveal what species are present.


The water samples we took contained records of the ancient landscapes that shaped those species. Every sample of river water is more than an inventory of life – it’s a window into the evolutionary history of an entire watershed.

David Duvernell receives funding from Missouri Department of Conservation. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/fish-dna-in-ozark-streams-reveals-regions-complex-geologic-history-289351
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How do ice cubes cool a drink?

theconversation.com · Matthew Koss, Professor of Physics, College of the Holy Cross



Curious Kids is a series for children of all ages. If you have a question you’d like an expert to answer, send it to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com.






How do ice cubes cool a drink? – Helen, age 12, Boston, Massachusetts







I like to make my own iced tea. First, I steep about a quart of terrifically strong hot tea and pour it into a pitcher loosely filled with ice cubes straight from the freezer. The result is about two quarts of delicious, cold tea, with a few ice cubes floating on top.


What’s the science behind my perfect pitcher of iced tea? A simple answer is that the near-boiling tea transferred its hotness to the below-freezing ice cubes. This transfer raised the temperature of the ice cubes so that much of the ice melted. That both cooled the tea to a refreshing drinking temperature and diluted it for a proper taste.


My iced tea process reminds me of physics experiments I worked on that flew on the space shuttle Columbia in the 1990s. I was interested in how liquids turn into solids in the absence of gravity. 


Both those space experiments and the making of iced tea depend on liquids or solids getting hotter or colder in just the right combination. The explanation for how it all works depends on two related concepts: temperature and energy.


What are temperature and energy?


The concept of temperature grew out of the sense of what feels hot and cold to human touch. Boiling water is too hot to touch safely, and a candle flame is even hotter. Ice cubes feel cold. A thermometer is a special hotness meter that more reliably and repeatably determines the degree of hotness or coldness of substances than our sense of touch.


Eighteenth-century physicist Daniel Gabriel Fahrenheit defined the point when ice melts or water freezes as 32 degrees of temperature – what we we now call 32 degrees Fahrenheit in his honor. He also defined the temperature at which water boils and turns into steam to be 212 degrees F.


Energy is a more complicated concept. One way to think about energy is as a way to track what it costs nature to makes changes from one set of conditions to another. There are many types of energy. Thermal energy is related to temperature. Kinetic energy is based on how fast stuff is moving. Other forms of energy include, to name only a few, electromagnetic energy, chemical energy and nuclear energy.



            [image: A grid of blue circles featuring flames, solar panels, a lightbulb, a beaker, a nuclear icon, an electrical plug, an apple tree, and a hammer with nails are used to describe different types of energy.]
            
              Physicists point to many types of energy.
              blueringmedia/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

Another type of energy is called potential energy and it accounts for the energy stored by the forces acting between or within objects. It is those forces that control the transfers from one type of energy to another. Examples of potential energy that you can see are a rubber band stretched and about to snap back or a boulder sitting at the top of an incline, ready to roll. On a microscopic level, potential energy is composed of all the interacting forces between the atoms and molecules that make matter.


Once a boulder begins to roll down the hill, its potential energy from the force of gravity first transforms to kinetic energy and then maybe to thermal energy or to the work of knocking down a tree. Although energy can transform from one type to another, the total amount of energy always remains the same. Whatever amount of energy is gained in one place must be lost from somewhere else. Scientists call this rule of nature conservation of energy, or in cases involving thermal energy, the first law of thermodynamics.



            [image: A hiker pushes a large boulder balancing on top of a rocky hill.]
            
              Once this boulder rolls down the hill, its potential energy will transform to kinetic energy.
              Paul Biris/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

On a molecular level


As an example of the distinction between energy and temperature, compare a cup of hot tea and an iceberg. The hot tea is clearly at a much higher temperature than the iceberg, but the large iceberg has vastly more energy than the tiny cup of tea.


The tea is hotter than the iceberg because the molecules that make up the tea are moving faster than the molecules that make up the iceberg. The temperature is essentially the average energy of the molecular movements.


The speed and energy of a typical single liquid molecule are greater than for a typical single iceberg molecule. But the iceberg has many, many more molecules, all moving around, interacting with each other and transferring vast amounts of energy between their kinetic and potential energies.



            [image: A large iceberg sits in the middle of a large body of water. A ship emitting a plume of smoke can be seen in the distance.]
            
              Picture a tiny cup of tea aboard a ship compared to a humongous, looming iceberg. Which has more energy?
              Bettmann via Google Images
            
          

The trick is energy transfer


Back to the question of making iced tea. When the hot tea encounters the ice cubes, the molecules of tea-flavored water collide with the molecules on the surface of the ice. The liquid’s molecules slow down. The ice’s molecules speed up, and some even leave the solid and mix in with the liquid tea.


The tea loses thermal energy and lowers its temperature. That energy transfers to the ice, which gains that energy and increases its temperature.


The process of energy moving from one place to another due to differences in temperature is called heat transfer. Left to itself, nature transfers thermal energy only from higher to lower temperatures. That observation is called the second law of thermodynamics. It’s why you will never see a cup of cold tea turn into a cup of ice cubes and hot tea.                 


In my pitcher, this process continues until the ice eventually reaches a temperature of 32 degrees F, its melting temperature. At that point, the ice cannot take any more energy and stay solid, even though it is still absorbing thermal energy from the hotter tea. Instead, any additional thermal energy absorbed by the 32 degrees F ice transforms it into 32 degrees F water.


Heat transfer cooling means that energy leaves the tea. Conservation of energy means a matching amount of energy raises the temperature of the ice to 32 degrees F and then turns some of that ice into 32 degrees F water. Thus the thermal energy of the tea turns into the potential energy of the water molecules that used to be part of the ice, lowering the temperature of the liquid in the pitcher. The process continues until eventually all the tea and whatever ice that survived the melting are at the same refreshing 32 degrees F.



            [image: A hand grips a clear glass of orange liquid with ice, featuring a slice of lemon on the rim and a red curly straw.]
            
              Cheers to a tasty, cool drink!
              Pablo Jeffs Munizaga - Fototrekking/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Keep all this in mind as you enjoy your ice-cold drink on a hot summer day. Don’t dawdle, though, as the air temperature in the room or your warm hand on the glass can transfer their thermal energy to melt the rest of the ice and then begin to raise the temperature of your drink!





Hello, curious kids! Do you have a question you’d like an expert to answer? Ask an adult to send your question to CuriousKidsUS@theconversation.com. Please tell us your name, age and the city where you live.


And since curiosity has no age limit – adults, let us know what you’re wondering, too. We won’t be able to answer every question, but we will do our best.

Matthew Koss does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-do-ice-cubes-cool-a-drink-284523
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Just as the world appears to be losing its appetite for books, William T. Vollmann pens a 3,000-page novel

theconversation.com · Christopher Coffman, Master Lecturer in Humanities, Boston University

William T. Vollmann has spent his career refusing to distill the world into dichotomies. Maria Moratti/Getty ImagesWith forecasters of doom debating the end of reading, of publishing and of literacy in general, what should we make of William T. Vollmann’s forthcoming novel, “A Table for Fortune”?


Spanning four volumes at 3,000 pages, is it madness? A determined attempt to silence print’s naysayers?


I have been writing about Vollmann’s works since I penned the introduction to “William T. Vollmann: A Critical Companion” more than 10 years ago. 


The 67-year-old author has spent his career going big, in every sense, and I would not be the first to describe his approach to his art as uncompromising. 


His projects grapple with weighty matters such as global poverty, the history of North America and climate change. Few of his roughly 25 books run under 500 pages. About half try to keep his readers engaged for several hundred beyond that. Many of them supplement the text with photographs, epigraphs, glossaries, family trees, sketches, timelines, variant tables of contents, alternating fonts and notes to the reader. The essay “Rising Up and Rising Down,” his philosophical and journalistic inquiry into the nature of violence, clocks in at over 3,000 pages across seven volumes. 


But to those who might argue that this is the worst time to put a monster of a novel into print since the days before Johannes Gutenberg created  the movable-type printing press in the 15th century, I would say that Vollmann’s approach is needed now more than ever.


The ‘poisoned harvest’ of 9/11


After reading Vollmann’s works and occasionally speaking with him in person or via post, I join others in being powerfully struck by his unrivaled intelligence, empathy and work ethic. His books are not big for the sake of being big. They reflect the deep sense of responsibility he feels toward his subjects.



            [image: A book cover featuring an image of a marshland and the block-letter text 'A TABLE FOR FORTUNE' and the author's name, 'WILLIAM T. VOLLMANN,' wrapping around the edges.]
            
              ‘A Table for Fortune’ explores what happens when the response to the horrors of 9/11 becomes an arena for perpetration of further crimes.
              Skyhorse Publishing
            
          

In the case of “A Table for Fortune,” that subject is, as Vollmann declares in the opening volume, the cause and effects of 9/11 – “tracing the roots of that crime in one direction and its poisoned harvest in another.” 


It is a novel of ideas and a novel of feelings, the former expressed in the tale of a CIA man who bears the code name DAVE, and the latter the purview of his son, Matthew. DAVE is a brilliant, deeply committed Cold War analyst whose faith in America’s mission gradually erodes after 9/11 and the ensuing war on terror. Matthew, by contrast, is less interested in geopolitics but just as invested in questions about the nature of America. His desire for purpose in life is deeply informed by a notion that the nation still harbors opportunities for freedom. At the same time, his search for that freedom leads him into such dangers as homelessness and addiction.


The book will be published at a challenging moment for Vollmann — and for reading more broadly.


In 2022 alone, he lost his daughter, was dropped by Viking, his longtime publisher, and the supporters of his archives at Ohio State, and got hit by a car while crossing a street. He has also been fighting an incurable case of colon cancer, racing against the clock to see a few final projects to completion.


Meanwhile, the nation’s educational system is constantly having to calibrate its expectations for reading down, and publishers find themselves confronting steadily worsening odds that the average reader will even pick up a book in the next year. 


To the extent that there is a reading public, they’re assumed to be increasingly ill-equipped to handle the very sorts of things that motivated Viking to drop Vollmann: His books seem too long, too complex and too expensive to publish.


Deep dives can confront shallow duplicity


But I think the apparent gulf between Vollmann’s work and America’s dismal reading data could be thought of differently. What if the challenging complexity and political engagement of his tomes are exactly what’s needed? 


Today, fact and fantasy intermingle freely as a consequence of political scheming and jockeying for economic advantage. Political discourse is reduced to opinions at once homogenous and balkanized, reinforced by the echo chambers of the day’s regnant algorithms. Then there are the fragmented attention spans birthed by our dearly beloved screens, which cultivate a kind of cognitive whiplash that vacillates between amnesia and yearning for more.


It’s easy to become dispirited and cynical: The field seems too big, and the game rewrites the rules too quickly for anyone to figure out how to overcome these forces. 


Maybe the first step is recognition.


What happens, Vollmann’s works ask, when serving the good is revealed as its opposite? What happens when the response to the horror of 9/11 becomes an arena for perpetration of further crimes, rather than the healing of wounds already inflicted? 


Even as the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and of Iraq in 2003 became largely condoned by the American public, displacement, suffering and impasse persist in the region, now in the form of the ongoing conflicts in the Gaza Strip and Iran. The broader post-9/11 strategy seems directed against stable governance in the Middle East generally.  


Whether one works for the CIA – as do several of Vollmann’s central characters in “A Table for Fortune” – or occupies a less central node in the networks of power, it is not hard to recognize that the best intentions can be perverted, that one’s idealistic labor may unknowingly be lent to furthering the cloaked ambitions of the wicked. 


Such legacies of 9/11 are the sort of uncomfortable and powerful matters to which Vollmann directs attention. And if people are to grapple with such thorny topics, they need to be delineated in detail and at length, as they are in “A Table for Fortune.” 


A work like this is not only a book about powerful conspirators. It is also a book that can help keep people afloat as they navigate the tumultuous seas of the post-truth era, dodge the whirlpools of digital banality and resist the leviathans of techno-capitalism.


Literary life rafts


Vollmann is not going it alone. Far from it. 


He follows the tradition of what scholars call “literary maximalism” – works that are ambitious in scale and scope, containing narratives flush with surprising intersections, proliferations and divergences.


His works build on such earlier mega-novels as Thomas Pynchon’s “Gravity’s Rainbow,” William Gaddis’ “The Recognitions” and John Barth’s “The Sot-Weed Factor,” which together confront the complexities of America’s past and present. Their topics include the limits of authenticity and how to grasp understanding in a world awash in deceit. 



            [image: Black-and-white photo of middle-aged man standing in snowy woods, holding a cigarette.]
            
              Like William T. Vollmann, William Gaddis wrote big books that tackled big, existential questions.
              Santi Visalli/Getty Images
            
          

Vollmann also joins ambitious contemporaries such as David Foster Wallace, whose “Infinite Jest” interrogates the loss of self to entertainment and the vapid slogans of popular culture.


Behind each is arguably the grandest American novel of all, “Moby-Dick.” 


I was not surprised to learn that Vollmann visited Polynesia in 2019 to walk in Herman Melville’s footsteps. Melville, after all, was wracked by difficulties that should never have been his to bear: constant problems with publishers, uncomprehending reviews, endlessly faltering finances and the loss of a teenage son to a self-inflicted gunshot wound that may not have been an accident.


In other words, Vollmann’s work is not entirely an outlier. Neither is his readership.


Indie publishing houses like Deep Vellum are celebrating thick books, and not just those from American authors. Mircea Cărtărescu’s 2015 “Solenoid,” which begins with a fictional biography set in Cold War Romania, has earned a dedicated following in translation. Michael Lentz’s “Schattenfroh,” a 1,001-page novel that follows the internal narrative of a tortured subject confronting centuries of history, likewise garnered considerable attention when its English translation dropped in 2025.


In his note to the reader, Vollmann explains that the ongoing failures most strikingly signaled by 9/11 are matters of “lessons not learned,” “expediencies of power” and “consciences disabled,” in addition to that most cunning arbiter: “chance.”


The same list of conditions is relevant to the debates about our faltering literacy. If, as seems likely, “A Table for Fortune” is one of Vollmann’s final books, it crowns a career that reminds readers that the world’s troubles must be apprehended as much more complex than a few data points and alarmist sound bites suggest. 


Indeed, books like “A Table for Fortune” may be among the most essential tools for keeping our heads above water.

Christopher Coffman does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/just-as-the-world-appears-to-be-losing-its-appetite-for-books-william-t-vollmann-pens-a-3-000-page-novel-288326
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Trump’s slapdash Reflecting Pool renovations stand in stark contrast to years of deliberation and engineering ingenuity that went into its creation

theconversation.com · Jennifer Tucker, Professor of History, Wesleyan University

Work on the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool began in 1919. Bettmann/Getty ImagesIn the latest twist in one of the strangest ongoing scandals in Washington, D.C., U.S. Attorney for the District of Columbia Jeanine Pirro announced that the government would be dropping charges against the four people accused of vandalizing the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, the 2,000-foot long water basin that connects the Lincoln Memorial to the Washington Monument. Pirro said faulty construction – not vandalism, as President Donald Trump had claimed – caused the pool’s liner to peel off in June 2026.


As I’ve followed this bizarre saga, I’ve found myself reflecting on the history of the pool itself. It was built in the 1920s, when Washington was transformed by ambitious construction projects, even as the nation grappled with political division, racial conflict and clashes between religion and secularism.


To me, everything about the pool’s early history – the debates over its placement, the innovative engineering techniques used during its construction, and its proponents’ longing for something visually and metaphorically unifying – stands in stark contrast to the slapdash renovations, blame games and abuses of power playing out today.


Coming to a consensus


In 1901, the U.S. Senate formed the McMillan Commission, a group of architects, landscape designers and artists, to develop a parks system for the nation’s capital.


The commission’s 1902 report also recommended a location for the future Lincoln Memorial. Although proposals for a memorial had emerged shortly after Lincoln’s assassination in 1865, decades of political disagreement over its design, location and purpose had delayed construction. 


The report proposed situating it at the western end of the Mall, near the Potomac River. Inspired by the waterways of Versailles and the reflecting basins of the Taj Mahal, the commission envisioned a reflecting pool linking the future memorial to the Washington Monument. In this way, these two magnificent monuments could be reflected in a huge mirror of water, framed by manicured, green grass.


Over the ensuing decade, the plans continued to elicit debate and controversy, pitting supporters of the commission’s vision against members of Congress, railroad interests and real estate developers.


The American Institute of Architects and American Federation of Arts backed the report, arguing that isolation from the city’s bustle created a dignified space for reflection. They also called attention to the qualifications of the artists on the commission, and to the economic viability of the site: The land was owned by the federal government, so the project’s funds could go toward the memorial itself rather than acquiring land. 


But some House leaders insisted that the memorial be built on Capitol Hill, two miles to the east, since Lincoln had preserved the Union and worked closely with Congress during the Civil War.


Railroad interests wanted the memorial near the soon-to-be-completed Union Station, a proposal backed by some real estate developers. Even the National Highways Association joined the fray, arguing that the US$2 million Congress had authorized for the memorial in 1911 would be better spent on a memorial highway named for Lincoln linking Washington and Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.


The Union Station plan drew ridicule in the Washington press and failed to gain congressional support. When the proposal to replace the memorial with a highway came before Congress in 1912, the House of Representatives rejected the idea, too – despite some fears that moneyed interests would win out – and moved ahead with plans for a traditional monument. 


Around the same period, plans were also put forward for Lee Highway. Named for Confederate General Robert E. Lee, the road reflected the era’s ongoing debates over how Americans memorialized the Civil War.


A pool on a swamp


With the riverside location for the monument settled, construction of the Lincoln Memorial began in 1914. The excavation of the basin for the reflecting pool started in 1920, two years before the memorial itself was completed.


Author J.W. Duffield, writing in 1922, compared the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool to the one in front of the Taj Mahal, that “exhalation of a dream.”


“It is in accord with the eternal fitness of things,” he continued, “that these memorials to America’s two greatest Presidents – Washington, under whom the nation came into being; Lincoln, by whose labors it was preserved and by whose blood it was hallowed – should stand in close proximity, as shrines to which posterity may pay pilgrimage and tribute.” 



            [image: Black and white photo of three workers – two crouching, one standing – laying material on the floor of a pool under construction.]
            
              Workers construct the pool’s ‘membrane’ using fabric and asphalt.
              The Military Engineer
            
          

Yet there were several obstacles involved in the construction of the pool – namely, the area was swampland, so the settling of the ground and the drainage presented practical construction challenges.  


Engineer Charles A. Peters Jr. worked on the pool. In a 1923 article for the journal The Military Engineer, he described some of the creative solutions.


To deal with the settling, Peters and his team developed flexible flooring lined with an impervious three-ply fabric. The drainage system had to empty the pool in less than 24 hours without leaving puddles. So it was designed with a sloped basin and drainage system that allowed crews to empty the pool for maintenance while preventing water from collecting in low spots.


An additional consideration was cold weather. Engineers had to account for the stresses of freeze-thaw cycles, which can gradually damage waterproofing layers, crack concrete and masonry, and create leaks.


The waterproofing worked: It held up for decades, and in its early years, members of the public could be seen ice skating on the frozen reflecting pool.
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              A couple skates on the frozen-over Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool in 1930.
              Library of Congress/Interim Archives via Getty Images
            
          

From Lincoln to Trump


On May 30, 1922, 50,000 people – including Robert Todd Lincoln, the late president’s only surviving son – gathered on the National Mall for the unveiling of the monument for the man whom some call “America’s secular saint.” 


During the ceremony, President Warren Harding declared Lincoln’s accomplishments “so colossal that none will dispute that he was incomparably the greatest of our Presidents” due to “the greatness of his intellect, his honesty of purpose, and his kindness and gentleness.” 


The same year that the Lincoln Memorial was inaugurated, the tomb of Tutankhamum was discovered in Egypt, fueling a broader fascination with ancient civilizations, monuments and the ways societies preserved memories of powerful figures. The Egyptian pharaoh Menes appears first among the lawgivers represented in the interior frieze on the South Wall of the U.S. Supreme Court building, completed in 1935. These friezes reflected the aspirations of the nation’s leaders to place America on the continuum of great civilizations.


The deliberative, thoughtful process of remaking the nation’s capital in the early 20th century bears little resemblance to Trump’s insistence on remaking the capital in his image.


After Trump announced his wish to change the color of the pool to what he calls “American flag blue,” the National Park Service awarded a no-bid contract to a politically connected firm, Atlantic Industrial Coatings, to repair leaks and paint the pool. It signed another no-bid contract to install a filtration system with Greenwater Services, a construction company whose owner had donated to Trump.


The rushed renovation that ensued – and the squabbling over whether the peeling liner was the result of vandalism – led to charges against four suspects that were eventually dropped.



            [image: A convoy of vehicles drives over the floor of an emptied pool with a large white monument in the background.]
            
              A convoy with U.S. President Donald Trump drives across the floor of the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool in Washington, D.C., on May 7, 2026.
              Kent Nishimura/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

The pool debacle came on the heels of other attempts to modify the nation’s capital, from a new White House ballroom to a proposed monumental arch. In October 2025, Trump dismissed all six members of the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts in order to circumvent the independent design review board.


The 1920s weren’t devoid of partisanship, graft and scandal. Far from it. But unlike Trump’s top-down approach, the process for building monuments and civic spaces involved Congress, artists, architects, engineers and city planners who debated, offered their expertise and listened to public.

Jennifer Tucker does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Parents putting screens in front of their kids is more about their own stress than other factors

theconversation.com · Enid A. Moreira, Doctoral Student of Child and Adolescent Clinical Psychology, Florida International University · Daniel M. Bagner, Professor of Psychology and Director of Clinical Training, Florida International University · Shayl Griffith, Associate Professor, Department of Counselling, Recreation, and School Psychology and the FIU Center for Children and Families, Florida International University

About 70% of caregivers say that managing their children's screen use is a primary source of parenting stress.  Maria Korneeva/Moment via Getty Images It is 6 p.m. after a full workday. A tired parent is trying to prepare dinner and clean up the kitchen before their children’s evening routine implodes. A minor disagreement between the children quickly escalates into shouting and shoving. 


The parent also suddenly remembers an email from their supervisor about an upcoming deadline. Quiet and a sense of control is an arm’s reach away. All the parent has to do is place a tablet in each child’s hands, knowing it will quickly stop their fighting. 


I am a doctoral student of child and adolescent clinical psychology. My new research suggests that whether a parent reaches for the tablet during stressful moments depends less on the child’s behavior and more on the adult’s ability to cope with the stress of a particular situation.


Parenting stress and screen time


Screens have become an almost integral part of childhood and parenting. Nearly all U.S. children use or view screens every day, and 42% of children ages 2 to 4 have their own tablets. 


The American Pediatric Association offers different screentime recommendations for children depending on their age. The organization recommends that parents not allow children ages 18 months to 2 years to use media by themselves and that they limit media use among children 2 to 5 to less than one hour per day. 


Most young children do not meet these recommendations. 


It is no surprise, then, that managing children’s screen use can be very stressful for parents.


Parenting a child comes with unique stressors, from small daily hassles like getting kids out the door on time for school to the bigger assignment of raising a functioning, happy and healthy human. These particular stressors that come with the job are what researchers call parenting stress. 


Nearly 70% of parents in a 2020 national survey said that managing their child’s technology and social media use is a primary source of their parenting stress. 


While research on children’s screen use is growing, most of it has focused on how a child’s behavior and temperament influence how much time they spend on screens. 


Yet far less attention has gone to parents’ role in children’s media use.


In 2024, the U.S. surgeon general identified parenting stress as a public health concern. 


Researchers, clinicians and policymakers were called to action to better understand parents’ needs, with the goal of supporting them in raising children and maintaining a healthy family. 



            [image: A man sits in front of a computer screen while a child holding a remote control sits next to him.]
            
              Parents’ level of stress weighs more heavily than their children’s actual behavior when it comes to setting screen time limits.
              Sigrid Olsson/PhotoAlto Agency RF Collections via Getty Images
            
          

The study’s focus


Every day, caregivers make big and small decisions about their child’s media and screen use.


Researchers call these screen media parenting strategies. For example, caregivers may decide that kids can use a smartphone or tablet to speak with other family members or while they are traveling. Caregivers also often place time limits on how long their child can spend on screens each day or week.


My 2025 research set out to test parents’ stress in relation to their screen media parenting strategies. 


In an online nationwide survey of 822 parents of children ages 4 to 8, the adults rated their levels of parenting stress, their child’s behavior problems and how they managed their child’s screen use. This includes how consistently they set limits around screen time and how often they used screens to help manage their child’s behavior. 


We looked at three distinct types of parenting stress: the stress parents feel of their own accord; the stress parents feel because of their relationship with their child; and the stress parents experience because their child’s behavior is difficult to manage. 


Our findings suggest that parents who experienced high levels of stress because of their own personal struggles and experiences in life set fewer limits for their child’s screen use, regardless of their child’s behavior. 


Parents who experienced stress because of their child’s temperament or challenging behavior were also more likely to hand over a screen to manage or avoid their child’s behavior. 


Finally, parents who felt stress because of their parent-child relationship were not more likely to give their child a screen. 


Our findings held true even after we accounted for the child’s actual behavior in our analysis. In other words, it wasn’t just how the child was acting, but how hard the caregiver felt it was to deal with the child’s behavior at a particular time.


Transition into the new school year


Most families will likely experience some stress as they launch into the busy routines of a new school year. 


Some caregivers might find it helpful to create an action plan to support their well-being and their family’s screen media routines. 


Specifically, they can create a family media plan, deciding whether to implement screen-free zones or times each day, for example. Or they can set other limits, like no screens at the dinner table or before bed. 


Parents can also limit what online apps and programs their children can use. 


Where possible, children can be involved in helping to develop the family media plan.


Together, these strategies can support the next 6 p.m. moment when dinner isn’t ready and the noise won’t stop. 


Instead of scrambling to make a decision in the moment, a decision made proactively, at a calmer time, can support the entire family.

Daniel M. Bagner receives funding from the National Institutes of Health. 
Shayl Griffith receives funding from the National Institutes of Health. 
Enid A. Moreira does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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The typical gig worker is changing – and struggling more than ever to make ends meet

theconversation.com · Jacob Lederman, Associate Professor of Sociology, University of Michigan Flint

The number of gig workers on public benefits has surged in recent years. AP Photo/John MinchilloThe next time you call an Uber ride or order food delivery with an app, there’s a good chance that the gig worker you meet is getting government benefits. 


In 2025, companies such as DoorDash, Lyft and Uber had the most workers receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits among all major employers, according to a new Government Accountability Office report. This marks a major shift from 2020, when an earlier GAO survey found that Walmart and McDonald’s took the top spots for SNAP recipients. 


That finding may appear surprising to most Americans, who usually see platform-based work as a side hustle to earn extra cash. In fact, these jobs are becoming more essential as a primary source of income, even as they fail to cover basic food and medical expenses for gig workers.


As a scholar of urban politics, I consider this finding an important part of the broader picture revealed in a survey of more than 1,000 Michigan residents that my institute conducted with the Michigan Metro Area Communities Study.


Roughly 22% of total respondents had engaged in gig work, and about half of those said gig work was essential or important to meeting their basic needs. 


At the same time, safety net programs – paid for by taxpayers – are filling the gap when platform companies hire low-wage workers without offering traditional benefits.


Flexibility as a double-edged sword


Major gig-work platforms, including Uber and Lyft, often describe their jobs as an opportunity for workers to earn income on their own terms and hours.


In this respect, they’re right. In our survey, 9 in 10 workers said they valued the flexibility, and more than two-thirds reported positive experiences overall. 


But gig workers also named pressing concerns, especially about transparency, pay and benefits. 


The issue, then, isn’t whether workers want flexibility, but whether flexibility allows them to get by in today’s economy. 


In fact, gig work may be supplemental, but it isn’t always optional. With nearly half of all Americans saying they struggle to make ends meet, gig work is likely to increase as a source of financial survival.


At the same time, these platforms aren’t substituting for traditional employment. We found that relatively few gig workers – only 6% – reduced hours or left another job to pursue other gig work. 


And when gig work becomes a necessary source of income, the lack of benefits – from health insurance to disability insurance to workers’ compensation – reflects a shift in who is turning to the safety net. If major platforms won’t pay a living wage or provide adequate benefits on the grounds that it’s the price of “flexibility,” government programs often fill the gap.


In other words, taxpayers are helping foot the bill to compensate gig workers.


Medicaid enrollment surge


The Government Accountability Office report also showed that gig platforms are collectively now the third-biggest U.S. employer with workers on Medicaid, the public health insurance program for low-income and disabled Americans. By contrast, in 2020 they didn’t make the top five. 


What’s more, recent changes to Medicaid are likely to exacerbate conditions for gig workers. President Donald Trump’s sweeping tax and immigration bill passed in 2025 included provisions for the many states that had expanded Medicaid over the past 15 years. Under the new rules, Medicaid recipients face new and tougher work requirements that demand 80 hours of work or school per month to maintain coverage. 


Gig work counts toward the requirement, but gig workers who work for multiple platforms may have trouble proving eligibility. For example, app interfaces have different formats for reporting hours, and gig workers don’t receive a standard pay stub with total hours worked. 


They also lack a traditional employer contact or a supervisor who would allow for easy verification. And their total hours worked don’t always account for wait times, while fluctuations in user demand can make income unpredictable. 


As is the case for Medicaid recipients more generally, the complexity and paperwork of the new work requirement may deny them coverage, regardless of whether they work 80 hours per month. These extra hurdles are likely to push more Medicaid recipients off the rolls and toward other social programs as medical bills surge and their overall finances become even more strapped.


This loss of coverage may also lead to even more dire consequences, such as increased hospitalizations that can result when uninsured people forgo basic or preventive care.



            [image: People cheer at honking drivers circling the headquarters of Uber in San Francisco during a protest calling for better worker protections.]
            
              Gig workers increasingly rely on government programs to cover essentials like healthcare and food costs – and some are calling for action.
              AP Photo/Eric Risberg
            
          

Is portability the answer?


In some states, lawmakers are starting to address the growing trend of gig platforms using government benefits to outsource benefit costs. Portable benefits offer one promising response. 


Under this model, platform companies or users of gig apps contribute to worker-owned benefit accounts that follow workers across platforms. In our survey, 61% of gig workers supported this idea, as did more than half of other kinds of workers.


Two states already provide some important lessons from existing models. 


In New York state, the Black Car Fund, initially established for taxi and limo drivers, has covered gig drivers since 2014. It’s a nonprofit, state-authorized benefits fund that’s managed by a board consisting of industry representatives, including drivers. 


Enrollment in that program is automatic for all gig workers and taxi drivers, with benefits paid for through a passenger surcharge collected instantly via fares. It made headlines in 2023, when the state secured a US$328 million settlement after Uber and Lyft withheld pay and benefits from workers. That settlement included mandatory paid sick leave, minimum pay and other benefits.


This model has effectively shifted some of the burdens of lower-wage gig work from taxpayers to users. A centralized pool of cash gives the Black Car Fund significant purchasing power, allowing it to offer drivers full workers’ compensation as well as varying levels of health, dental and disability coverage that drivers can chose from. 


Platform companies don’t contribute money at present, but if they did, they could make these benefits even more generous.


A different approach in California


As a contrasting example, California shows how much policy design matters. 


The state opted to work with tech companies when it crafted Proposition 22, which sought to provide delivery and ride-share drivers limited benefits while preserving their independent contractor status. Passed in 2020, it left implementation to the platform companies and offered a narrower set of benefits that aren’t fully portable across platforms. 


The California model also has more barriers toward getting benefits. For example, tech companies only count “engaged hours” toward the minimum required to access benefits, which doesn’t account for time waiting for assignments. And because the system isn’t truly portable, gig workers who work for different platforms have more trouble qualifying. 


One study found that only 10% of California drivers are receiving the healthcare stipend that the law established. 


The central role of tech platforms in determining who’s eligible has become a flash point, with unions and labor rights groups reporting widespread problems with access and eligibility. In New York, on the other hand, a neutral third party determines eligibility and adjudicates payouts.


While these states have taken different approaches, I believe policymakers should remember that they don’t need to treat flexibility and worker protections as mutually incompatible. In the absence of universal federal benefits for gig workers, local and state officials can find ways to ensure that social costs aren’t shifted to the public through tax dollars and to workers through greater financial insecurity.

Jacob Lederman does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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White House plan for a ‘golden age’ of science ignores the structures that made the US a scientific superpower

theconversation.com · H. Christopher Frey, Professor of Environmental Engineering, North Carolina State University

Does the White House report Science: A New Golden Age signal twilight for US global scientific leadership? Charles Smith/Corbis/VCG via Getty ImagesA new White House report argues that eight decades of science policy that helped make the United States the world’s scientific leader is too bureaucratic, too focused on institutions rather than individual researchers, and too slow to translate discoveries into economic and technological advantages.


Supporters see it as a needed modernization of American science policy. Others argue that it places insufficient emphasis on the universities, laboratories and federal agencies that enable and sustain U.S. scientific leadership.


Research affects health, prosperity, quality of life and national security. The technologies that shape modern life, from GPS navigation and weather forecasting to cancer therapies and cellular communications, all rely on scientific discovery.


The debate raises a broader question: What created American scientific leadership in the first place, and what will be required to sustain it?



            [image: Diagram illustrating that the postwar U.S. research ecosystem generated scientific capacity through universities, federal laboratories, mission agencies, industry, and public investment. Scientific capacity in turn supports discovery, workforce development, innovation, economic growth, public health, and national security.]
            
              For more than 80 years, the United States’ science strategy has been to funnel federal dollars to universities, national labs, mission agencies and industry, which has paid off in innovation, national security and economic growth.
              H. Christopher Frey
            
          

US didn’t become a scientific leader by accident


During World War II, Vannevar Bush, who coordinated much of the nation’s wartime research effort, led federal programs that created new technologies such as radar and mass-produced penicillin. In 1944, President Franklin Roosevelt asked Bush to develop a blueprint for how science could contribute to national health, economic prosperity and job creation after the war.


Bush’s 1945 report, Science: The Endless Frontier, established a framework in which government, universities and industry played complementary roles. The federal government would invest in research and scientific talent. Universities would perform research while educating future scientists and engineers. Industry would transform discoveries into products and services.


The model worked.


The postwar research system laid the foundation for innovations ranging from microelectronics and biotechnology to the internet. Its success can be measured not only in discoveries but also in outcomes: scientific leadership, a highly skilled workforce, innovation clusters of new firms centered on universities that discover new knowledge via research, jobs and long-term economic growth.


The United States did not become a scientific superpower by chance. It built institutions that repeatedly generated both new knowledge and new talent.
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              Donald Trump’s science adviser Michael Kratsios authored the new report, Science: A New Golden Age, in his role as director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy.
              AP Photo/John McDonnell
            
          

Why rethink the system now?


The Trump administration’s July 2026 report, Science: A New Golden Age, argues that American science policy requires significant reform.


Having spent much of my career at the intersection of scientific research, research management and science policy, I believe that the report raises several important issues that deserve attention. Administrative burden on researchers is real. Technology transfer could be improved. Artificial intelligence is transforming research and innovation. China’s rise as a scientific and technological competitor presents a genuine strategic challenge.


At the same time, the report arrives after a series of Trump administration policy actions that have already begun reshaping universities, federal agencies and federal research funding. The debate is therefore not simply about a future vision. It is also about how current policy changes may reshape the American research enterprise for decades to come.


What the new vision misses


The report places heavy emphasis on innovation, commercialization and technology deployment. What receives less attention is how the capacity for future innovation is created and sustained.


Long-term innovation emerges not from isolated projects but from ecosystems in which universities, government laboratories, federal agencies and industry play distinct but mutually reinforcing roles. Many of today’s technologies exist because these institutions invested for decades in ideas that initially had no obvious commercial value.


Moreover, universities and federal agencies do far more than conduct research.


Universities educate the next generation of scientists, engineers and entrepreneurs. They maintain specialized infrastructure, generate new knowledge and support scientific communities that accelerate discovery. Their unique contribution is that they simultaneously create knowledge and develop the workforce that puts knowledge to use.




Federal mission agencies, including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Department of Energy, Environmental Protection Agency, National Institute of Standards and Technology, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Geological Survey, play different but equally important roles. They conduct and support science that informs decisions affecting public health, environmental protection, energy security, economic development and public safety. Many of these activities generate public benefits that market forces alone are unlikely to adequately provide.


Scientific capacity takes decades to build


Scientific leadership depends on people, institutions, infrastructure and knowledge. These assets accumulate slowly over decades but can be weakened surprisingly quickly.


The current debate is not merely theoretical. Funding reductions, workforce losses and disruptions affecting universities and federal agencies are already reshaping parts of the American research enterprise.


Advocates of these changes argue that resources should be redirected toward faster innovation and greater efficiency. Critics worry that weakening institutions responsible for discovery, workforce development and mission-oriented science will reduce the nation’s long-term capacity to innovate.


Innovation is essential, but it ultimately depends on a continuing supply of new ideas, talented people and organizations capable of sustaining long-term research. Discovery and innovation are not competing priorities. They depend on each other.



            [image: dozens of young people pose on a stage holding awards]
            
              China has invested heavily in the next generation of researchers.
              AP/Business Wire
            
          

America’s competitors understand this balance


Perhaps the strongest endorsement of the postwar American model is the adoption of its core features by international competitors.


China has invested heavily in research universities, scientific workforce development, research infrastructure and technology clusters that connect universities, government laboratories and industry. In several areas of science and technology, China is now rivaling or surpassing the United States.


Scientific competition increasingly involves competition among research ecosystems rather than competition over individual technologies. 


A nation that underinvests in scientific capacity while its competitors expand theirs risks losing advantages that took generations to build.


What a genuine new golden age would require


A true golden age of American science would not simply preserve the status quo. Administrative burden could be reduced. Technology transfer can be improved. New institutional models deserve experimentation.


If the goal is to sustain U.S. scientific leadership, though, efforts to modernize the research system should strengthen rather than weaken the institutions that produced that leadership. The White House report does not establish federal policy on its own, but it signals how the administration views the relative importance of innovation, technology deployment, universities, federal agencies and industry within the research ecosystem.


Universities remain essential for discovery, workforce development and scientific infrastructure. Federal agencies continue to generate science that directly benefits society through better public decisions. Industry remains indispensable for transforming discoveries into products and services. The challenge is not choosing among these institutions, but ensuring that they remain mutually reinforcing parts of a larger innovation ecosystem.


A genuine new golden age will require innovation, while also sustaining the institutions that generate innovation in the first place.

H. Christopher Frey does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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A lot of casual friends, or only a few you’re really close with? New research questions that trade-off

theconversation.com · Jessica D. Ayers, Assistant Professor of Psychological Science, Boise State University · Diego Guevara Beltran, Assistant Professor of Social Psychology, University of Arizona

Friends are essential to a healthy, happy life. Alina Rudya/Bell Collective/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesIs there a natural trade-off between quantity and quality when it comes to the friends in your circle?


Between family, work, chores and other responsibilities, people often feel left with very little time to connect with friends – let alone to make new ones. With time as a limited resource, people often think they must choose between having a few emotionally close friendships or a lot of friends they’re less invested in.


But our new research published in the journal Evolution and Human Behavior suggests people don’t actually pick between having many friends and being emotionally close with them.


What people say they prioritize


Across five studies with over 5,000 international participants, we asked people about their friendship-making preferences. We were interested in how someone’s preferences matched how many friends they had, if they want to make new friends, and their personality in general.


For example, people who had stronger preferences for wide networks of friends also reported that they were more extroverted, had more friends, and had more people who would help them if they needed it.


On the other hand, those with stronger preferences for emotional intimacy with their friends reported having fewer friends willing to help them, more concern about exclusion and loneliness, and less satisfaction with their friends. They were also more willing to share personal and contact information with potential friends, suggesting they were motivated to make new friends.


But one of the most interesting things we saw was that people didn’t seem to make a simple quantity-versus-quality choice. Instead, participants generally wanted both wide friendship networks and emotional intimacy with their friends. Rather than one or the other, what we found is that our participants held both preferences simultaneously.


Interested in both


This finding suggests that people may not pick between the quantity and quality of their friendships, as previously thought, but rather pursue strategies that allow them to have many friends as well as be emotionally close with them. People weren’t telling us they wanted a wide but shallow pool of friends.


We’re left wondering how these preferences influence someone’s approach toward friendships. Our research suggested that a desire for intimacy with friends wasn’t specific to wanting only close relationships with a few friends. It was associated, however, with more concern about loneliness.



            [image: Seated man on bench in focus from behind with blurred people walking past]
            
              Feeling lonely might trigger you to put greater value on emotional closeness with friends.
              DaniGonzalez/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Our interpretation is that everyone wants emotional closeness, but that people pay more attention to that desire when they’re feeling less satisfied with their friendships. People who feel OK friendwise don’t need to express this desire. They can instead focus on their existing wider network of friends. 


This preference for closeness, therefore, might function to warn you when you aren’t getting what you need from your friendships and motivate you to seek out new opportunities. If this is the case, then it could be like a gentle alarm that you’re close to experiencing loneliness and would benefit from more social interactions.


What still isn’t known


Friendships are integral to human health and well-being, yet researchers know very little about how people make friends. Many open questions remain.


We didn’t look at people’s behavior, so we can’t compare the overall levels of emotional intimacy people who had a lot of friends actually experienced as compared to those with just a few.
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              Whatever your motivations and priorities, the benefits of friendship seem universal.
              Daniel Garrido/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Other research shows that men and women approach friendships differently and prioritize different things when making same-sex friends. However, we found no sex differences in our study. Maybe while men’s and women’s friendships may differ in specifics, the benefits people gain from these relationships are things that are universally valued and prioritized.


On a grander scale, preferences for intimacy with many friends could also indicate the extent of loneliness felt by individuals within different social groups, such as first-year college students, med students and working professionals. We imagine public health workers could use this metric to suggest appropriate interventions to help reduce loneliness.


Finally, we saw that extroversion was the only personality trait associated with these preferences. While it seems obvious that personality influences whether you become friends with someone, there is almost no empirical research on the topic.


If extroversion is the force that drives the number of friends you have and how close you are to them, what do other aspects of personality influence in friendships? Could conscientiousness be related to satisfaction with your friendships? Openness to the variety of interests your friends have? Agreeableness to conflict resolution, and neuroticism to avoidance?


There are many unanswered questions in friendship research, but friendship-making orientation provides a useful step toward answering them.

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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DIY peptide injections are risky, and people may make serious mistakes when administering them

theconversation.com · C. Michael White, Distinguished Professor of Pharmacy Practice, University of Connecticut

 Gray-market peptides are not regulated by any health authority.  Westend61/Getty ImaagesDIY peptide injections, which promise to boost everything from weight loss and muscle-building to longevity and sexual health, are a high-risk wellness fad that keeps on growing. 


Health experts have raised major concerns about these products’ safety. Because they are not regulated by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration or any other health authority, they aren’t made to the standards of pharmaceuticals. They could have bacterial, fungal, chemical or heavy metal contamination; their purity could be lower than indicated; and the dose promised may not be what you receive. 


In July 2026, the CEO of one peptide company was sentenced to 70 months in prison for selling tainted and substandard products. 


However, the dangers don’t end there. 


I’m a pharmacist and clinical pharmacologist who has been studying the emerging gray market for peptides – where companies use legal loopholes to sell unapproved products to consumers. In addition to the potential harm from these products’ possible impurities, people who purchase peptides from this online gray market are likely to make lots of mistakes when injecting them, my colleagues and I found in a new study published in the journal Public Health Reports. 


Many of these mistakes can result in serious harm.


Access without guidance


Consumers can purchase all sorts of peptides online – such as versions of the weight loss drug semaglutide, compounds like BPC-157 and TB-500 for fitness and muscle recovery, or one called Semax for purportedly sharpening cognition. They can inject them into their bodies, as long as they check a box saying the product will be used “for research purposes.”  


It is illegal for peptide companies to give consumers any information about how to safely use their products, because if they did, the FDA can say they knew people were not using them for research purposes. This means consumers must purchase any supplies they need and figure out the proper technique on their own.



            
            People are injecting peptides to boost everything from weight loss and muscle-building to longevity and sexual health.
          

User errors abound


To see whether consumers are up to the task, we recruited 10 college students who were in the 20-year-old range, and 10 adults in their 60s, and gave them each a vial of a semaglutide GLP-1 peptide product. We asked them to demonstrate how to correctly dissolve the semaglutide powder, draw it up into a syringe and inject it into a mannequin’s arm or belly. Before doing so, they could use the internet or artificial intelligence to do research and take any notes they wanted. 


In both groups, on average, people did fewer than half the steps correctly. Some participants chose vials with liquid to dissolve the semaglutide powder that were expired, had floating particles in them or were cloudy. Many people struggled to determine how much liquid to add to dissolve the powder and the correct dose to draw up once it was dissolved. Several struggled to get rid of large air bubbles in the syringe, which can cause injection site irritation and make dosing inaccurate. 


Some people injected the peptides into muscle instead of the arm or belly fat, which could alter how quickly the drugs reach the bloodstream. Many people didn’t sterilize the vials or the skin before injection. They had trouble deciding how long the products could be used before they expired. Finally, half of the people struggled with how to engage the safety features on the needles and properly dispose of them. 


These errors were serious and could increase the risk of infection, bleeding, over- or under-dosing, and needle sticks. 


Overconfidence may add risk


Such user errors are an underappreciated danger of using these substances. What’s more, our findings suggest that some users may be overconfident about their ability to inject peptides.


In our study, after participants did their online research, most people in both groups said they were somewhat confident they could do the injections competently. Even after struggling through the injection process, participants in the younger group remained somewhat confident that they could do it right next time. Meanwhile, the older adults’ confidence dropped, aligning with previous research showing that older adults are generally better able to gauge their ability to perform complex tasks.



            [image: Close-up of a person's torso, and their gloved hands injecting peptides into their belly]
            
              Injecting peptides into your own body may be harder than it seems.
              Svitlana Pietukhova/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

Our study only included 20 people, all from the Northeast U.S., and we only assessed one peptide. But we believe the findings apply broadly, across many types of peptides, based on our and others’ experience counseling patients about properly drawing up and injecting other drugs, such as insulin. 


That is why companies are moving to special pens to make injecting prescription GLP-1s and insulin less complex for untrained people. 


Can compounding make peptides safer?


In late July 2026, an advisory panel convened by the FDA recommended that the agency add six widely used peptides – including BPC-157, TB-500 and Semax – to a list of substances that can be formulated and sold by compounding pharmacies. 


These specialized pharmacies, which combine raw drug ingredients to create custom medicines, generally provide unique dosage forms for people with special needs. None of the six peptides are FDA-approved, but compounding pharmacies already provide some peptides like semaglutide, which are FDA-approved, for people with special needs. 


The advisory panel members argued that peptides obtained from compounding pharmacies would be safer than buying them on the gray market because compounding pharmacies have rules about safe sourcing and testing and must maintain sterile environments where products are made. Plus, patients could receive compounded products that are much easier to administer, and compounding pharmacies can provide supplies, information and support for patients to use them correctly. 


The FDA has not said whether it plans to adopt these recommendations. But even if it does, the recommendations apply to only a small handful of such products that consumers can purchase, and they don’t address the fact that these products are not tested for safety or efficacy. So the many safety issues relating to gray-market peptides would remain a significant concern.

C. Michael White does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/diy-peptide-injections-are-risky-and-people-may-make-serious-mistakes-when-administering-them-289080
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